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fffiRIT PAY 



by Patricia Pine 



In tb« past year, interest in serit i>ay for 
elvsentary ami seoondary school teachers has 
imsreased sharply. Seports by the Hational 
Ccsasiiasion for Excellence in Education and other 
groups bftve\reco8aaemM per forsaxK^ based tcuicher 
oofiq;ieosation, while others have argued teatedly 
airainst such plans* Research on eserit pay, while 
not exCensive, throira sose light on the 
controversy* 

What is aerit pay? 

In the purest sense, aerit pay TOaits that 
teachers are paid according to the quality of their 
teaching, rro&rsss oay range froa a general 
stat^MOt authorizing a local board of education to 
eacei^ the regular salaries for teaohera under 
certain conditions, to c<»Bpl6x plans in which all 
certified teachers are evaluated and paid 
accordingly (Qlasaan !97^>« Somrn programs coabine 
aerit pay with differentiated staffing, tluis 
rewas^ding teachers for assuaing hi^er levels of 
res^nsibility as well as for deaonstrated 
COTpeteoce* Hew prograas in Florida and California 
take this cKiabined approach ^ as do the proposed 
tennttssee Baster-*teaoher plan and a program adopted 
by the Charlotte-I^klenb^rg, Sorth Carolinii, 
school district iraxaioh 1933). 

SRder thB Houston (Texas) SecoiKl Mile Plan, 
teachers receive ir^entlv^ pay for helping meet a 
variety of sd^l district needs, including 
recruiting other teaobera into the district and 
coapleting ^*aduate study lK>ur3« 

Is aerit pay a new issue? 

Before World War II, aost teachers in the Ualted 
States received salaries aup|H>sedly based on aerit , 
but by 1950, aost were regarded exclusively for 
professional preparation and experience (Shaeman 
1371}. Today, eomsem about iafiation, teacher 
accountability, mtsd {urofessionalisa contribute to 
renewed interest in i^rit pay (Stewart 1980). 

How widespread are aerit pay progr^? 

k Mall percentage of the nati(^'s sctool 
districts have exf^rimnted with Mrit pay«. When 
tSm Bduoatiooal Beseatrch Service {&tS) surveyed 
nearly 3»<K}0 school districts in 1977<^78, about n 
percent were operating atrit--pay plans; nearly 
twice as aany (239 districts) had tried Mrit pay 



and dropped it (Educational Research Service 1979)* 

The situation at the state level is rapidly 
changing, and a master of atate legislatures are 
expected to insider aerit pay this year. A survey 
of state education^epartaent policies by the 
SouUiem Bei^ooal Education teard (1982) found that 
Ariaona» Mew Ra^pahire, a^ the Distriot of 
Colwbia either had or were prapariag general 
stat«sents on recogoiaing <Kitstandiiqt teachers* 
Florida aixl California recently iw»cted aerit«*pay 
plans (Tooh 1983)* Two states. Hew York and 
DelaMre, have experiMnted with salary^scbedule 
changes and abandoned th« (Conte and Mason 1972). 

What , a re the advantagea of awxt pay ? 

Goals of aerit-pay profi^^aas, as cited by 
proponents, inolude: em^uraging cutSw^viclng 
teachers to stay in the class roca (Bhaeraaa 1971); 
rewarding teachers fairly for superior service and 
ability; giving teachers incentives to improve 
Instruction; sb&mlating c^Kwm for efficienoy and 
effectiveness aaot^ tMCtera; dtoyeloping a 
fcreater sense of professional isa in the field 
(Glasisan 1974)* Soae adVM^tes argue for the 
Qconcfsic bet»fits of marlt psy, pointing to 
irmentive progrsas in private IrKlusti^ that have 
.<%hlaulated prc^uctSvity (Stewart 1980) • 

What pr<rt>l^8s are aasooiat^ with MritS^y? 

Sctw>ol districts sumyed by ESS cited s»*obl eras 
in ac^inistration, peraonMi, oolleotive 
bargaining, and cost (ir that order) as chief 
reasons for dt^iping mrit pay (Robinson 1983)* 
(Difficulties enmmntered by en^fic districts are 
at^s^rleed in Educational Bea^arah Service 1979.) 
The chief c^taoles oerit^pay prograas have 
encountered nre the widespread opposition of 
teachers and the aoriaony that can rnsult when 
dlscrialnatory reward policies 9F9 adopted (Conte 
and Hason 1972)* Traditionally, teaotera have 
objected si ■emimisly to the klml of evaluation that 
aerit*-pay prograas rc >ire (Bhaen^ 1973)* 
Indeed, the quest for evaluation prMedures that 
teachers will accept as obJcNstive as^ fair has been 
Uie aajor prcblea for time atteo^ting to design 
aerit^pay prcgr^gu (Kew York State School Boards 
Association 1973)* Merit- pay propomnts argue that 
pnobl»s result froa poor prograa design, rather 
than froa flaws in the c»>neept itself (Poll 1979). 



What characterizes suocessful pregr^? 

Succeddful programs have b«en csnaracterlxed by 
sound rtsearcb prior to lsplcis«iitatlon» local plans 
that suit local eondltlmis (Cbnte and Haaon 1972) t 
and teacher participation in each phase of the 
plan, including evaluation (MdCenna 1973)* 
Parents t teachers, sclKiol-bMnl oeobers, and sot^Kil 
adainistfatora should have a unifona ut^arstanding 
oft and oomitment to^ merit pay; and salary 
inore&ses should co«e on top of the reguJ »r salary 
sohedulsp not out of existing expenses {aias^ 
1974) « Herit-^pay prograaa have tended to i^rk: best 
in s&all* to sedius-slSGd school districts serving 
affluent I %iell*eduoated cc^minities (Conte and 
Mason 1972). 

Does serit pay iaorove teaohing?^ 

Little research has been <H»ne on the long-tena 
effects of oerit pay. Some researchers have 
questioned whether serit pay actually motivates 
teachers to ii&i»*ove ii^struction* An evaluation of 
Hmiston*8 ^oond Mile Plan shoved that teacher 
abMnteeisa and turnover decreased soM»hat under 
the incentive program^ end that students* test 
scores iaproved* Hovever, neither rmmt4 
recipients nor their fellow teachers felt tbst the 
prc^afi aotivated th^ to w>rk harder or stay in 
teaching (Miller and Say 1982) » A review of 
research on Mrit pay (ERtC Clearinglsouse on 
Educational Manag^sent 198!) noted that teachers 
consistently have said that Uiey are activated by 
psychological ra^ards of teaching rather than by 
extrinsic factors , such as money* The review 
concluded* however, that merit pay has been tried 
in too few distfictu and on too snail a scale to 
predict its iispact* 
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